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The transition from school to higher education is a complex process. Peer mentoring is often 
used by institutions to facilitate this process. The purpose of this research, which was conducted 
at a South African university, was to determine whether a peer mentoring program, which 
involved a large number of students and a limited number of mentors, could successfully assist 
students to adapt to the academic and psychosocial demands of university life. 
 
Methodology 
A sequential explanatory mixed-methods design was implemented. In the first phase, a 
questionnaire was used to collect data to establish participants’ experiences of the program. 
The findings from the questionnaire were used to inform the qualitative phase, in which the 
participants’ perceptions of the benefits of the mentor program were further explored by means 




The results indicate that a structured peer mentor program, in which a mentor works with up to 
70 mentees in a group setting, can be a useful tool to assist with students’ transition to 
university. The research found that the peer mentor program contributed to the students’ 
academic, social and personal integration into the higher education environment.  
 
Originality/Value 
In contrast to the existing literature on peer mentoring in higher education, which focuses on 
one-on-one or small group mentoring, this research suggests that peer mentoring of larger 
groups can also play an important role in assisting students to transition to higher education. 
The description of the program and benefits students derived from it offer other institutions 
with limited resources some ideas about how a peer mentor program can be implemented.    
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The South African higher education sector is not unique in confronting challenges related to 
broadening access to higher education and enhancing student success, particularly in the first 
year, while simultaneously experiencing declining throughput and retention rates (du Preez et 
al., 2013; Holt and Fifer, 2018). A wide variety of interventions, encompassing both the 
academic and psychosocial dimensions, have been implemented in diverse higher education 
contexts in order to address these challenges and to facilitate the integration and academic 
progress of first-year students. Such interventions range from the implementation of extended 
curricula and First Year Experience (FYE) programs to the extensive provision of tutorials and 
student support services, such as writing centres and other academic development 
interventions. 
 
Peer mentor programs have been introduced in many higher education institutions as a means 
of both facilitating students’ initial transition to the higher education environment and 
enhancing their academic performance throughout their academic career (Collings et al., 2016; 
Lane, 2018). Peer mentoring has increasingly been incorporated into FYE programs, in which 
student support is extended beyond the traditional orientation period, and such programs have 
been widely recognised as playing an important role in facilitating students’ successful 
transition to university (Alamuddin and Bender, 2018; Pather et al., 2017).  
 
Although the general consensus is that these programs are effective in supporting student 
integration and improving academic results, the lack of a standardised definition and 
conceptualisation of mentoring noted by Jacobi (1991) persists (Brondyk and Searby, 2013; 
Crisp and Cruz, 2009), and hence, the programs vary widely both in their conceptualisation 
and implementation. Thus, the aims of a peer mentor program may range from facilitating a 
successful transition from high school to university and improving student retention (Collings 
et al., 2016; Yomtov et al., 2017) to enhancing academic achievement (Rodger and Tremblay, 
2003; Smith, 2008). The delivery of such programs is similarly divergent, ranging from one-
to-one and one-to-small group to online delivery (Fayram et al., 2015; Holt and Fifer, 2018). 
Much of the literature focuses on the provision of peer mentor programs for vulnerable or 
disadvantaged students, usually comprising students from ethnic minority groups (Smith, 2017; 
Windchief and Brown, 2017). However, the majority of South African university students 
come from vulnerable and/or disadvantaged educational and socio-economic backgrounds 
because of the emphasis on increasing access to higher education to redress the inequities of 
the apartheid education system (South Africa Department of Education, 1997). It is therefore 
imperative that these students are able to adapt effectively to an environment that is, in many 
cases, completely unfamiliar to them if the aim of redress is to be achieved.  
 
Since research suggests that the majority of students in South Africa require support in order 
to adjust successfully to higher education (Mungal and Cloete, 2016), conventional peer mentor 
programs, which focus on individuals or small groups, are unable to meet the needs of such a 
large number of students. Thus, the institution at which the researchers are based decided that 
a unique type of peer mentor program could be beneficial in facilitating students’ transition to 
university. The program has to meet the needs of large groups of students who come from a 
wide variety of backgrounds and who have greatly divergent academic skills. Furthermore, it 
needs to do so in the context of the increasingly constrained resources available to universities.  
 
The aim of this paper is to illustrate that a compulsory, structured, large group peer mentor 
program, offered during the first weeks of the academic year, can have a positive impact on 
students’ adjustment to higher education. We argue that a structured, large group peer mentor 
program that is incorporated into the orientation process could be considered as a primary 
intervention to facilitate the transition of first-year students to university, as it may enhance 
students’ ability to adapt to and integrate into the physical, academic and social environment 




Peer mentoring programs 
 
Numerous authors, including Brondyk and Searby (2013) and Jacobi (1991), have highlighted 
the lack of consistency and complexities associated with the clarification of the concept of 
mentoring and the mentoring process. However, most authors agree that the overarching 
purpose of mentoring is the “professional and/or personal development of an 
individual/mentee” (Luna and Cullen, 1995; Squires, 2019). In the higher education context, 
Gándara and Mejorado (2005, p. 91) define mentoring as “a strategy to increase academic 
achievement and access to college for underrepresented students”. Generally, peer mentors in 
higher education are senior students who are enrolled in the same academic program as the 
mentees. The peer mentor uses their own experiences to provide support and information in 
order to act as a role model and to enhance the mentees’ adjustment to university (Duckworth 
and Maxwell, 2014; O’ Brien et al., 2012).  
 
Gándara and Mejorado (2005) identify two categories of mentoring: one-on-one and group 
mentoring. Four different formats of mentoring can be identified within these two categories: 
peer-based, university staff- and faculty-based, community volunteers and corporate 
(professional) volunteers.  
 
The traditional focus on helping the mentee to navigate obstacles and an unfamiliar 
environment has expanded in response to the increasing diversity of mentees (Morton and Gil, 
2019). The development of the field of positive psychology (Jayawickreme et al., 2019; 
Seligman, 2002; Woloshyn et al., 2019) has encouraged a more holistic theoretical approach 
that emphasises not only scholarly/academic productivity but also personal well-being (Morton 
and Gil, 2019; Squires, 2019). Thus, psychological well-being (Hamilton et al., 2019) and 
resilience (Stucky et al., 2019), as well as academic achievement, retention and productivity, 
are now considered when evaluating mentoring outcomes, and most current studies incorporate 
both subjective as well as more theoretically oriented approaches to the concept of well-being 
(Jayawickreme et al., 2019). 
 
While the exact design of peer mentor programs is not always described, various approaches 
can be discerned from the literature. The primary focus of most peer mentor programs for first-
year students is the provision of academic skills to enhance academic integration and outcomes. 
In some cases, the mentors work in conjunction with academic staff (Holt and Fifer, 2018) or 
provide substantial academic assistance, including attending lectures with the mentees and 
assisting with preparation for assessments (Goff, 2011; Smith, 2008). Most programs provide 
academic strategies and knowledge based on the needs expressed by mentees (du Preez, 2013; 
Fox and Stevenson, 2006; Goff, 2011) rather than a more structured tutor-type approach to 
mentoring. The provision of psychosocial support by the peer mentors is also acknowledged 
as a significant component of most peer mentor programs (Collings et al., 2014; Goff, 2011; 
Holt and Fifer, 2018).  
 
Participation in the majority of peer mentor programs appears to be voluntary, and students 
either self-enrol or choose whether to participate in peer mentor sessions to which they have 
been allocated (Collings et al., 2016; O’Brien et al., 2012). In other programs, students choose 
whether to engage individually with a mentor who is allocated to them at the beginning of the 
academic year (Collings et al., 2014; Fox and Stevenson, 2006; Heirdsfeld et al., 2008; O’ 
Brien et al., 2012). Where participation in peer mentoring programs is compulsory, it is usually 
a component of broader programs such as first-year seminars (Goff, 2011) or structured 
scholarship programs for minority students (Smith, 2017). In all these examples, the peer 
mentoring program can be considered formal, as peer mentors are allocated to specific 
individuals or groups of students. In contrast, Scott and Miller (2017) investigated informal 
peer mentoring, in which the relationship between mentor and mentee is allowed to develop 
spontaneously without any formally structured process. 
 
The extent to which peer mentor programs are structured varies widely. They range from 
loosely structured programs, in which there are no formal meetings scheduled and in which the 
only topics addressed are those that the mentees raise (Collings et al., 2014; O’Brien et al., 
2012) to a planned structure (Smith, 2008). This planned structure may be developed by the 
peer mentors based on their own experiences (Goff, 2011) or by the program co-ordinator 
(Smith, 2017). The effective training of mentors is an important component in the success of 
structured peer mentor programs (Kochan et al., 2015; Lejonberg et al., 2015). 
 
The peer mentor programs reported in the literature provide either one-on-one mentoring 
(Collings et al., 2014) or small group mentoring. The reported ratio of mentor to mentees in 
small group mentoring ranges from 1:4 (Fox and Stevenson, 2006) to 1:18 students 
(Gershenfeld, 2014; Holt and Fifer, 2018). No peer mentor programs with groups larger than 
18 mentees per mentor were identified in the literature. 
 
While often not stipulated, the duration of peer mentor programs ranges from a few weeks to 
several years. According to Gershenfeld’s (2014) review of undergraduate mentoring 
programs, the duration of the programs varied from six weeks to one year, although she notes 
that 65% of studies did not report on the duration of the program. Similarly, much of the 
literature did not stipulate when the first meeting between the mentor and the mentees took 
place.  
 
In summary, despite the divergence in the conceptualisation and implementation of peer 
mentoring programs, there is generally consensus in the literature that peer mentor programs 
play a useful role in enhancing both the social and academic integration of first-year university 
students (Allen et al., 1997; Collings et al., 2016; Glaser et al., 2006; Yomtov et al., 2017). 
 
Peer mentoring as a component of orientation programs 
 
A general search of numerous websites of both South African and international higher 
education institutions revealed little mention of the implementation of peer mentor programs 
during orientation. Both locally and abroad, the majority of orientation programs, as reported 
on university websites, typically involve information sessions provided by faculties, 
departments, campus support services and residence committees.  
 
However, some universities that do refer to the inclusion of peer mentoring programs in their 
orientation were identified. For example, Miami University’s website refers to peer mentoring 
programs that form part of their orientation and transition programs, and the University of 
Waterloo provides a fairly extensive list of peer mentor programs that complement their 
orientation programs. Most of these programs operate within faculties, while two are generic 
and open to all students (Miami University, n.d.; University of Waterloo, n.d.). However, little 
detail about these peer mentor programs is provided, and the size of the groups of mentees is 
not specified, nor how many peer mentors are allocated per group. In the literature, O’Brien et 
al. (2012) describe the peer mentoring program run by Griffith University. This program starts 
on the day of orientation and continues for the first six weeks of the first semester. Participation 
in the peer mentoring sessions is voluntary, and two mentors are allocated per group of 10 to 




Existing research suggests that the South African schooling system generally does not 
effectively prepare students to be independent university students (Leibowitz et al., 2017; 
Mungal and Cloete, 2016). In addition to the academic challenges that Leibowitz et al. (2017) 
argue first-year students have to confront, South African student populations are frequently 
diverse in terms of gender, age, socio-economic status, ethnic composition, family background, 
home language and level of academic preparedness (Mushtaq et al., 2017, p. 22). Students’ 
adjustment can have a “remarkable effect on students’ academic performance” (Kaljahi, 2016, 
p. 2), which explains the emphasis placed on an effective transition to university by higher 
education institutions. In keeping with the focus of this article, the adjustment of first-year 
students is viewed from two perspectives: social and academic.  
 
Kaljahi (2016, p. 9) defines social adjustment as students’ ability to adapt to the social 
communities on campus and their ability to network with other people in their new 
environment. Tinto (1996) and Parker et al. (2004) include the ability to modify existing 
relationships with parents, families and friends as a further dimension of social adjustment. 
Social adjustment requires new students to be introduced to and become part of the institution’s 
culture, which means adapting to the institution’s core values (Mushtaq et al., 2017). 
 
Gándara and Mejorado (2005, p. 95) argue that first-year students often find themselves in a 
period of “stress and turmoil”, and this stress is intensified for students who are from 
disadvantaged environments. They further contend that disadvantaged students are particularly 
vulnerable to negative influences as their need to belong and fit in may result in affiliation with 
a group that exhibits negative behaviour. Peer mentor programs are well suited to address the 
needs of vulnerable students in their social adjustment to university life since, in difficult times 
such as transitioning to higher education, emotional support can provide a “buffering system” 
to help establish a healthy identity and sense of self-worth (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). In her study 
of an MBA program, Darwin (2015) states that most students confirmed the mentoring 
program’s value in providing support and the opportunity to learn from those who had been 
there before them. This is echoed by Brodeur et al.’s (2016) study in which first-year students 
who had the support of a peer mentor reported better social adjustment to higher education 
compared to a control group who were not allocated a mentor.  
 
Academic adjustment is concerned with students’ ability to deal with the academic demands 
made on them (Kaljahi, 2016). Students’ capacity to manage these academic demands depends 
on various skills, such as their ability to manage time and the effectiveness of their study and 
stress management skills (Mudhovozi, 2012). English as the preferred medium of instruction 




This research study was conducted at the University of Johannesburg and focused on extended 
curriculum programs. Approximately 40,000 undergraduate students are enrolled at the 
University of Johannesburg, which is a comprehensive university with four campuses 
distributed across both Johannesburg and Soweto. Only 27% of students are English first 
language speakers (University of Johannesburg, 2019), and consequently, many students do 
not always understand the lecturers and are too intimidated to ask questions in class. They also 
struggle to adjust to the long hours and heavy workload.  
 
The mentoring program is organised and co-ordinated by the Academic Development Centre: 
Access (ADC Access). The ADC co-ordinates the first year of 15 extended programs that are 
offered in the faculties of Engineering, Humanities and Management on three of the four 
university campuses: Auckland Park, Soweto and Doornfontein. These programs are intended 
primarily for underprepared students who do not meet the minimum requirements for entrance 
to mainstream qualifications. In reality, however, many students are placed in extended 
programs because they are late applicants even though they meet the minimum requirements 
for mainstream entrance. The number of students registered in the first year of these extended 
programs fluctuates between approximately 680 and 720 annually. 
 
In line with its student-centred, invitational ethos (Purkey & Siegel, 2003), ADC Access has 
implemented a number of interventions designed to create a nurturing and supportive 
environment in which students are offered advice and assistance to enable them to manage their 
fears and doubts and build their self-confidence so that they can integrate effectively into the 
university (Shandler and Steenekamp, 2014).  
 
One of these student-focused interventions is a peer mentor program. Fifteen mentors are paid 
a stipend to participate in a structured, formalised peer mentor program offered for 20 hours 
over the course of the first term. For the first five weeks of the academic year, 90-minute mentor 
sessions take place weekly in a time slot officially allocated for assessments. The focus of the 
program is psychosocial and academic support and integration of the first-year students into 
university life. The mentor program is compulsory for all first-year students enrolled in ADC 
Access programs since they are all considered potentially vulnerable students. The students 
receive weekly reminders about their mentor session, and lecturers encourage them to attend. 
Their attendance at the mentor sessions contributes towards the marks in one of their academic 
modules. 
 
One student mentor is allocated to each first-year extended program group. The size of these 
programs (groups) ranges from approximately 20 students to 80 students, depending on the 
university’s enrolment plan. This ratio contrasts with the similarly structured program offered 
by Griffith University where the ratio is 10 to 12 mentees to two mentors (O’Brien et al., 2012).  
 
Mentors are second-year students who have themselves completed the first year of the same 
program. They are selected by ADC Access staff based on a list of criteria provided by the 
mentor program co-ordinator. Second-year students are selected as mentors because these 
mentors’ own experiences are still fresh in their minds and, as second-year students, they do 
not hold a position of significant superiority over mentees (Morton and Gil, 2019).  
 
Once the mentors have been confirmed, they have to attend a compulsory training workshop. 
The training is based both on the theory of peer mentoring and on their own experiences as 
first-year students. The most important information and skills required by a first-year student 
are identified, and the qualities of an effective mentor are explored. The mentors are also 
provided with guidelines on how to encourage and manage group interaction and how to deal 
with difficult or emergency situations, and they are given an outline of the program’s basic 
structure. This structure is discussed and adapted as needed in weekly mentor check-in 
sessions.  
 
The mentors first meet with their group at the ADC Access’s Orientation Day and spend the 
day with them as the students participate in various activities. During the orientation, the 
mentors are responsible for taking their group on the “Amazing Race” – a basic tour of the 
campus. Each subsequent mentor session consists of a combination of mentor-led discussions 
on topics relevant to first-year students, discussion of difficulties and areas of concern raised 
by mentees, and information provision. Speakers from various campus services are invited to 
introduce the services they provide, such as counselling, medical assistance and security. The 
mentors show students how to use the library and technology – for instance, how to access Wi-
Fi and the online learning system, and how to write an online test. They are also advised how 
to apply for meal assistance, financial assistance and accommodation. During these 
discussions, students are encouraged to raise any concerns or questions, either in the large 
group or one-on-one with the mentor at the end of the session.  
 
The structure of the mentor sessions is provided to the mentors in the form of a schedule and 
detailed information on each topic to be covered. As part of their duties, the peer mentors are 
expected to keep an attendance register and to discuss any concerns with the co-ordinator. The 
majority of mentors also avail themselves to the students on a voluntary basis outside the 
confines of these scheduled sessions. They do so either in person or by means of WhatsApp 
messaging as the mentor creates a WhatsApp group for their class and remains a participant in 
that group until the end of the mentor program.  
 
The program co-ordinator, who is an ADC Access staff member, holds weekly check-in 
sessions with the mentors. In these sessions, the mentors discuss any concerns or questions that 
have arisen in their interactions with their group in that week and are not addressed by the 
general structure and topics that have been prepared. In addition, solutions to any problems 
experienced in the previous week’s session are brainstormed by the mentors, along with 
guidance from the co-ordinator where required. The topics for the following week’s sessions 
are also explored in greater detail to ensure that all mentors have the required information. The 
mentors are also invited to consult with the program co-ordinator at any time should they need 





To determine the effectiveness of the peer mentor program, a sequential explanatory mixed-
methods design (Creswell, 2015) was adopted. According to Creswell (2015), the sequential 
explanatory mixed-methods design starts with the collection of quantitative data, followed by 
the qualitative research phase. The purpose of the qualitative data collection phase is to 
illuminate the findings of the quantitative data. In this particular research project, the 




A survey was conducted for two consecutive years with two different cohorts of first-year 
students. As part of the university’s prescribed program evaluation policy, all students 
registered in the first year of extended programs and who participated in the peer mentor 
program were asked to complete the survey after the peer mentor program had concluded. As 
the program evaluation process is a requirement for all programs at the university, ethical 
clearance was not required, but participation was voluntary and feedback anonymous. In year 
one, the cohort consisted of 676 students, while the second cohort comprised 705 students. A 
census based on the university-mandated survey rather than a sample was chosen for this phase 
of the research as it would provide a broader view of students’ opinions and experiences of the 
peer mentor program.  
 
The survey was self-administered in the form of a hard-copy questionnaire. The students were 
requested to complete the surveys in class to ensure a good response rate. In the first year of 
quantitative data collection, 423 questionnaires were collected, and in the second year, 457 
questionnaires were collected.  
 
The survey consisted of seven questions. The first three questions were closed-ended questions 
that focused on frequency and location of contact with the peer mentor. These questions were 
included primarily as a check to ensure that the respondent had actually participated in the peer 
mentor program. The last four questions were open-ended and focused on the benefits and 
shortcomings of the peer mentor program, including an opportunity to list elements that were 
not included in the program but that students thought would have been beneficial. Consistent 
with the typical survey of such programs conducted in the university, demographic data was 
not collected. However, the majority of students registered in the first-year extended programs 
at the university where this research was conducted are designated “previously disadvantaged” 
in South Africa and are predominantly Black African students who fall within the 18 to 22 
years age group. They are students who are considered to be underprepared for university and 
at risk as a result of the factors outlined previously in the “Background” section. 
 
The data was analysed on Excel spreadsheets using descriptive statistics for the closed-ended 
questions and quantitative content analysis for the open-ended questions.  
Phase two 
 
During the project’s second, qualitative research phase, in-depth group interviews were 
conducted on three different campuses of the university in order to gain deeper insight into 
students’ experiences of the peer mentoring program. As with the surveys, these interviews 
form part of the prescribed program evaluation protocols as stipulated by the university, and 
ethical clearance was not required. Participation was voluntary, and participants self-selected 
as students responded to an open invitation to take part in the group interviews. The aim of the 
interviews was explained to the students, and they were assured that the interviews were 
anonymous and confidential and that they could withdraw from the interview at any time. Their 
identities were protected as their names were not used in the transcripts or this article. 
Transcripts and recordings were password protected and hard copies were securely stored.  
 
Purposive sampling (Henning, 2004) was used to select participants for the group interviews. 
The number of participants per group is indicated in Table 1. The following inclusion criteria 
were used: participants had to be first-year extended program students who had attended 
orientation and all five peer mentor sessions.  
 
Table 1: Numbers per interview and location. 
Campus 1 6 participants – group interview 1 
Campus 2 6 Participants – group interview 2 
Campus 3 10 participants – group interview 3 
12 participants – group interview 4 
 
Since the quantitative analysis of the open-ended questions yielded information about both the 
benefits and shortcomings of the peer mentoring program as well as students’ specific needs 
during the transition to university, the interview questions were designed to further explore 
these areas to obtain more detailed information.  
 
The interview schedule consisted of five questions: 
• What do you feel you needed to adjust to and cope with university in the first term? 
• Which of these needs do you feel were met by the mentor program? 
• Which of these needs do you feel were not met by the mentor program? 
• If you were running the mentor program, what would you change? 
• How do you currently feel about your abilities to manage student life? 
 
Five colleagues, who are experienced researchers, assisted with the interviews. To ensure 
coherence, the interviewers had a briefing session in which the way the interviews would be 
conducted was discussed. In each interview, one interviewer posed the questions and managed 
the discussion, while a second made notes about observations, participants’ emotional states 
and the number of participants taking part in the discussion.  
 
The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ permission. The recordings were 
transcribed and analysed using the steps of inductive content analysis as described by Henning 
(2004). These steps entailed coding each individual transcript by identifying and labelling 
meaning units, listing the codes of all transcripts and grouping them into categories, and then 
organising the categories into themes.  
 
Findings and Discussion 
 
Four major themes were identified by the analysis, namely, emotional needs, the physical 
environment, social integration and academic integration. These themes relate to aspects of 
first-year students’ transition to university that were impacted by the peer mentor program and 




This theme refers to the services and resources available on campuses. Both the qualitative and 
quantitative results indicated that these were a major concern for most of the students. In the 
survey, 72% of students indicated a need to familiarise themselves with their new environment. 
In the interviews, the participants spoke about how big the campus seemed compared to their 
much smaller schools, and how they got lost on their way to orientation.  
 
In light of the above, it is clear that becoming familiar with the campus environment was a 
priority. The peer mentors addressed this need by escorting the students on a tour of the campus. 
During the campus tour, students are taken to the most important buildings on campus, and 
they are introduced to the most important resources and services they will need during their 
academic career. This activity was mentioned by 58% of students in the survey as being very 
helpful, which was confirmed during the interviews as interviewees commented, “There is this 
game we play, the Amazing Race. That game made us to know the campus”. Another 
interviewee said, “The tour of the campus was quite important because they showed us where 
to find PsyCaD, the varsity clinic and the safety officers”. The interviewees also mentioned 
other resources they became aware of during the campus tour: the inter-campus bus service, 
the library and how to use it, where to go if a student needed to apply for accommodation or 
financial support, where to find the meal assistance program, and where the lecture venues 
were. A student who registered late expressed his gratitude towards the mentor, who took it 
upon himself to show the student around the campus in his private time. Some interview 
participants further stated that they were also informed about student forums they might want 
to join.  
 
The above activities play a vital role in the socialisation and adaptation process that is 
emphasised by authors such as Briggs et al. (2012), Edward (2003), Mushtaq et al. (2017) and 
Pikhethly and Prosser (2001). The sooner first-year students acclimatise to their new physical 
environment, the quicker they are able to adapt both socially and academically. Even more 
importantly, they are then in a better position to acquire the support they need in those initial 




Academic integration included academic support, both administrative and academic in nature, 
as well as the acquisition of academic skills. Analysis of both the quantitative and qualitative 
data made it clear that the peer mentors played an important role in the academic integration of 
students, and the mentors’ experiences of being first-year students in the extended program 
placed them in the unique position of understanding the needs of the new students. The mentors 
provided students with their timetables on Orientation Day and introduced them to their 
academic advisors: each extended program group has an allocated academic staff member who 
monitors academic progress and provides academic advice and motivation. This went a long 
way to helping students find their feet in the first weeks of the academic year. The following 
comments from interviewees confirm the support they received. The mentor encouraged us “to 
talk to our academic advisors to get advice on how to improve” and “(S)he [the mentor] told 
us there are different ways of studying”. One of the students mentioned, “There is a maturity 
in me because now I can be in class and go home and still manage to study”. Analysis of the 
data from the open-ended survey questions indicated that students benefitted particularly from 
advice on time management skills, and they also highlighted study skills tips as being especially 
helpful in adjusting to academic life.  
 
While technology is an integral part of university life, many South African schools still do not 
have access to technology. Activation of student cards, printing, applications for financial 
assistance and the meal assistance program, completing online assessments, accessing emails 
and conducting online research can be daunting for a student who has never previously used a 
computer. During the interviews, students’ comments attested to the assistance provided by the 
mentor: “She helped us to use the internet”, “She reminded us to check our emails” and “He 
showed us how to sign-up for ULink”. This is consistent with responses to the survey, which 
indicated that the mentors’ assistance with technology was particularly helpful.  
 
In their responses to the questionnaire, as well as in the interviews, many students referred to 
how mentors assisted with study tips, gave advice about how to deal with the workload and 
long hours and explained the different modules and how to prepare for assessments. What 
seems to be significant here is the fact that the peer mentors could speak from their own 
experiences. They were able to relate to the first-year students because they had experienced a 
similar situation the previous year and, as noted by Morton and Gil (2019), were not in a 
position of power due to seniority.  
 
The role played by student mentors in the academic adjustment and integration of students 
emphasises that mentors can play a valuable role in the first weeks that are so critical for the 
effective adjustment of first-year students. This finding is in keeping with the conclusion of 
O’Brien et al. (2012) that peer mentor programs can provide essential support in initial weeks 
of the transition to higher education. 
  
Social and personal integration 
 
The need for human contact and support is well documented (Pikhethly and Prosser, 2001). 
First-year students are no exception, and positive social integration is generally understood to 
be a prerequisite for academic persistence and success (Rienties et al., 2011; Tinto, 1975). 
Consequently, in addition to academic integration, students appreciated the advice they 
received from the mentors that helped them to adjust socially and personally. The benefit of a 
holistic approach (Squires, 2019) was confirmed by an interviewee who stated, “It [the mentor 
sessions] covers so many things, both academic as well as things that are general – that has to 
do with us, every day, in our daily lives”.  
 
As peers who the students could relate to, the mentors were able to emphasise the importance 
of a balance between social and academic activities. Students, especially those who live away 
from home, are exposed both to the dangerous physical environment of Johannesburg and to 
negative influences on campus, such as excessive use of alcohol, unprotected sex and drugs. 
During the interviews, a student explained it in this way: “Like at res it’s almost like Thursday 
and Fridays it’s drinking night”. The peer mentors helped them to “survive” these challenges 
by relating their own experiences and offering support and advice.  
 
Not only did students want to get to know other students on a personal level and get involved 
in the social life on campus, they also needed to learn how to live independently as, during the 
interviews, it became apparent that many students were unprepared to deal with living away 
from the family home. Reflections such as “cooking and groceries, managing things on my 




In the interview, many of the students expressed a sense of anxiety, fear, nervousness and 
feeling overwhelmed and insecure upon arrival on the first day. One interviewee described how 
“when you arrive here as a first year student, you feel unwelcome, you feel lost”. Studies 
confirm that such emotions are to be expected (Christie et al., 2008; Kift, 2009). Mushtaq et 
al. (2017) argue that family background and socio-economic status influence students’ 
emotional state. As a result of South Africa’s historical legacy, 50% of first-year students at 
our university are first-generation students (University of Johannesburg, 2019), which 
compounds their emotional distress as these students do not have family members who can 
prepare them for university life. The following comment illustrates this: “No-one in my house 
went to university, so it’s like a shock”. The diverse backgrounds of mentees underscore the 
need to focus not only on their personal well-being (Morton and Gil, 2019) but also on their 
psychological well-being (Hamilton et al., 2019).  
 
It was found that the time peer mentors spent with students on Orientation Day alleviated some 
of the students’ immediate anxiety and unease. In their answers to the open-ended survey 
questions, students referred specifically to the support and motivation provided by the peer 
mentors. This role of the peer mentor was also mentioned by the interview participants, who 
stated that the peer mentors made them feel welcome and more at ease, one participant 
commenting, for example, that “she [the mentor] made me to calm down and relax”. The data 
suggests that the peer mentors made the students feel better, less stressed and more supported. 
This finding indicates that including peer mentors in the initial orientation has a positive effect 
on the emotional experiences of first-year students and facilitates their transition into university 
life. 
 
Participants alluded to the need to create a new identity as a university student (Briggs et al., 
2012), and from the interviews, it became clear that the mentors played a role in this process. 
Comments such as “I started to feel that I am at university now”; “I am confident because I 
know everything”; “My confidence has skyrocketed”, reflect students’ perceptions of 
themselves as university students.  
 
The students had a need for emotional support and a sense of belonging (Kift, 2009) throughout 
the first term. Both the survey and the interviews indicated that the peer mentors addressed 
these needs both during the weekly group contact sessions and via the WhatsApp groups the 
mentors had created. The students felt comfortable using the groups not only to gain 
information but also to access support when needed. Even though it was not expected of the 
peer mentors, they were willing to communicate with the mentees outside their set contact 
sessions: “I feel [the mentor] went above and beyond for my class”. It also became apparent 
that the peer mentors played a role in creating a sense of belonging. As one student put it, “She 
[mentor] made us feel like we were a class”.  
 
A small number of students (participants in one group interview) expressed anxiety about not 
having a peer mentor to assist them with coping as they moved into their second year. These 
comments suggest that the students recognised the assistance and support provided by the 
mentors during the transition to university and were anxious about not having such support in 
their next transition stage in the university environment.  
 
The majority (88%) of the students who completed the survey thought that the peer mentor 
program assisted them with the transition to university life. This finding is consistent with much 
of the literature (Heirdsfeld et al., 2008; Pather et al., 2017) and highlights the need for such a 
program in the first term of the academic year. Our findings, reported at the beginning of this 
section, also emphasise the importance of students meeting with their mentor on Orientation 
Day, as this is a point of great vulnerability and uncertainty for many of them. 
 
From the above, it is evident that first-year students need consistent support during the initial 
weeks of the academic program, an observation that is consistent with the conclusions of Tinto 
(1987) and Brodeur et al. (2016) who argue that mentor support results in improved social 
adjustment amongst university students. The peer mentor program appears able to provide 
much of this support, and transitioning seems to be easier when approached holistically and 
with the understanding that peer mentors provide. 
 
Significance of Findings and Implications for Practice 
 
The discussion above indicates that a formalised, structured peer mentor program can help 
address students’ academic, social and emotional needs in the first weeks of the transition to 
higher education. Various factors that should be considered when implementing such a 
program have been highlighted. To address the initial anxiety first-year students experience 
when they first encounter the university environment, it is recommended that peer mentors be 
incorporated into orientation day programs. To benefit the students even further, the peer 
mentor program should be implemented during the initial weeks of the academic year.  
 
Even though the groups of mentees were large in comparison to those reported in the literature, 
the findings indicate that the results achieved compare well with the results in smaller groups 
of mentees or even in one-on-one mentoring reported in literature. This model is thus 
recommended in situations where resources are limited and the cohort of mentees is large. 
 
Limitations of the Study 
This study focused solely on mentees’ perceptions and lived experiences of a peer mentor 
program with only two cohorts of mentees. The perspectives of mentors and faculty were not 
included in this study. Furthermore, a study comparing the adjustment to university between 
first-year students who had participated in a peer mentor program and those who had not might 




First-year students, in general, experience difficulties transitioning into higher education, but 
the difficulties are compounded for disadvantaged students. Universities thus have to develop 
strategies to assist large numbers of underprepared students to adapt to university life. Many 
universities also have limited resources to assist with the successful transitioning of 
underprepared and/or disadvantaged students. In light of the above, the purpose of this research 
was to determine if a peer mentoring program that involved a large number of students and a 
limited number of mentors can contribute to assisting students to adapt to the academic and 
psychosocial demands of university life. 
 
This paper indicates that peer mentoring programs need not necessarily be structured around 
individuals or small groups in order to benefit first-year students during the transition process. 
Our findings indicate that large numbers of mentees can be assisted despite limited resources 
on condition that several guidelines are followed. The mentoring program should be formalised 
and structured and should include academic, practical and psychosocial components. It should 
be incorporated into orientation day and continue in the initial weeks of the academic year. 
Furthermore, the benefits that students accrued in this research occurred in a context in which 
the mentors were trained and supported by an experienced facilitator. 
 
Since this research focused solely on the lived experiences of the mentees, future researchers 
may want to include other stakeholders, such as staff members and mentors, in a similar study. 
A longitudinal study could further investigate whether such a peer mentor program impacts 
throughout students’ academic careers. Large numbers of students and limited resources do not 
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